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要旨
日本では学習指導要領が約 10年ぶりに改訂され、2020年度より実施されている。 学習指導要領は、
全ての子どもが平等に教育の機会を受ける権利を保障するためのものであり、 学習内容を十分に享受
できないなど不公平を回避することに主眼がある。 しかし、 諸研究によれば学習指導要領改訂が目的と
する新しい能力の習得に関しては、 子どもたちの出身家庭の経済的 ・文化的環境によって不平等が生
じていることが、 多数の実証デ ターによって明らかにされている。
本稿では、まず近年における教育の機会均等問題に関連する諸研究、 ならびに公的調査を整理し、
その動向を明らかにする。 次に、 学習指導要領改訂の背後にある教育機会と家庭環境に関連した諸
問題がいかなるものであるのか、またその解決にはどのような措置が必要であるかについて分析を試みる。
Abstract
This article discusses issues of equality of educational opportunity in contemporary Japan. 
The chapter aims primarily to analyze previous research and the national reports on stratifi cation 
of the attainment gap by social class.
IntroducƟ on
Due to the advance of globalization, rapidly developing informationization and technological 
innovation such as AI (artifi cial intelligence) and Big Data, education in Japan is forced to take 
measures to engage with knowledge-based society, multicultural society, risk society, social dis-
parity, and highly developed civil society. The Course of Study to be enforced from 2020 requires 
children to gain knowledge and qualities which enable them to be proactive in considering what 
is important, creating new values in collaboration with others and fi nding and solving unknown 
problems in an age in which future challenges are diffi cult to predict.
However, some studies have questioned whether it is possible to require all children to learn 
the full contents of the Course of Study without additional support. Many of them cannot keep up 
with their classes, causing or exasperating a gap in students’ academic ability between the more 
and less advantaged. Through the years of schooling, such a gap is expected to widen. Existing 
research has demonstrated that additional family expenditure on educational activities such as 
cram schools, sports and other extra-curriculum clubs predicts a signifi cant part of children’s aca-
demic abilities. For example, there is concern that a larger attainment gap will emerge between 
students who learn at an English school or at a programing school in order to master the contents 
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of the Course of Study and those who do not.
Revisions of the Course of Study should take both “quality” of education and “equality” 
of opportunity as a basic principles pursued together. The current situation fails to adequately 
address a wide gap in children’s academic ability mentioned above, and thus neglects the 
principle of equality. Moreover, this crisis of “quality” and “equality” deepens through primary, 
secondary, and higher education to lifelong education, which risks weakening the fi nancial base, 
administration and the entire system of education.
This article discusses issues of equality of educational opportunity in contemporary Japan. 
The chapter aims primarily to analyze previous research and the national reports on stratifi cation 
of the attainment gap by social class.
1. Recent researches in Japan 
In the late 1990s, a so-called “decline of academic standards” came to be discussed as a social 
problem. Since the 2000s, research informed by educational sociology, in particular, has actively 
studied the effect of parents’ socioeconomic status (SES) on children’s academic ability and the 
possibility of its stratifi cation by class.
The background to this debate lies in various social shifts. The bubble economy of the 1980s 
eventually burst, giving rise to an economic recession, which lasted for a long period of time. 
Many fi nancial organizations, including banks, went bankrupt in swift succession. The number of 
regular employees decreased, while that of contract employees increased. Among young gener-
ations, the number of part-time jobbers and NEETs (Not in Education, Employment or Training) 
skyrocketed. The number of non-regular employees more than doubled from 8.81 million in 1990 
to almost 20 million in 2014 (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 2015). The period of the 
1990s became known as “the lost decade”. In addition, Japan’s ageing society with low birthrate 
generated anxiety among older generations and uncertainty among the younger ones.
The phenomenon of “lowering academic ability” became a topic of general discussion from 
1999 alongside the announcement of that year’s Course of Study revision (Okada 2012). At fi rst, 
numerous issues were discussed, but the phenomenon of “lowering academic ability” came to 
the fore. The prime culprit was framed as the “yutori” curriculum. The term “yutori” (often 
translated as “relaxed education”) was used to describe the Couse of Study enforced in 1980, 1992 
and 2002 which explicitly intended to relax the atmosphere of school classroom by reducing pres-
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sure. Structurally, it reduced learning time and contents. The “yutori” curriculum was created 
as a correction to the so-called “tsumekomi” curriculum, which puts emphasis on learning and 
memorizing knowledge. “Yutori” was adopted as a policy which focuses on learning experiences 
to foster students’ ability to think.
As such, concerns about students’ academic achievement can be divided into two categories: 
1) issues on the standard of academic achievement of students who follow the curriculum in 
force, 2) issues about educational gaps. The fi rst category is related to discussions on students’ 
declining academic achievement. Its problematic nature has been evinced in  widely circulated 
publications such as “Bunsu ga dekinai daigakusei (University students who cannot do fractions: 
Okabe, Nishimura and Tose 1999)”, which argued that the declining academic progress of uni-
versity students was caused by students’ turning away from science and by the fewer subjects 
included in university entrance examinations taken by high-school students. Wada (1999) revalu-
ates the meaning of study for entrance examinations by claiming that Japanese students will study 
less and less because of the reduced birthrate and “yutori learning.”
In response to articles promoting the existence of a “decline of students’ academic achieve-
ment”, others argued that such a decline is not occurring (Asanuma 2005; Kato and Takaura 
2001) or expanded the debate by putting forward alternative conceptions of what is meant by 
“academic ability” (Ōno and Ueno 2001).
This dispute has continued since the 1990s. As a result of the discussion, pressure increased 
on the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), leaving little 
choice but to change its policies away from the “yutori” curriculum, which was more popularly 
seen to cause the “decline of students’ academic achievement.” Consequently, recent revisions of 
the Course of Study have discarded reference to “yutori” terminology and principals. This situa-
tion continues in the current revision.
2. ExisƟ ng studies on “learning moƟ vaƟ on”
The studies on educational gaps in the fi eld of educational sociology focus mainly on the impact 
of the parent’s social status (class) on the child’s educational path and academic ability.  Paying 
attention to this, the leading recent studies on educational gaps in academic achievement in 
Japan are introduced below.  In particular, studies on the relationship between children’s “effort 
(doryoku)” and their “learning motivation (gakushūdōki)” are discussed.
Kariya has contributed greatly to debate on issues of children’s declining academic achieve-
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ment and educational gaps. Kariya’s works (1995, 2000, 2001, 2004) utilize socio-metric methods 
to demonstrate that even “learning time” and “learning motivation,” which are benchmarks of 
efforts with infl uence children’s academic achievement, are related to the academic backgrounds 
and the occupation(s) of their parents. Kariya (2001) points to the “incentive divide” as an edu-
cational crisis in Japan.  A notable point of Kariya’s claim is that not only fi nancial factors such as 
income but also cultures and philosophy of life that impacts the educational attainment of their 
children. Both of these factors correlate with class. In this sense, he insists that a widening class 
gaps of children’s learning motivation and learning effort is occurring alongside an overall decline 
in learning motivation and interest as a whole.
According to previous researches, the size of the middle class is diminishing in Japan, and 
thus modern Japanese society is becoming increasingly polarized (Tachibanaki 1998, Sato 2000, 
Genda and Maganuma 2004, Miura 2005).
Students with lower social status tend to hold little expectation of signifi cant achievement, 
regardless of their study effort, and thus come to feel that they “want to enjoy the reality of today” 
rather than studying with patience. In other words, they enhance their self-confi dence and affi rm 
themselves by “interrupting their story of success in school.”  On the other hand, students with 
greater privilege remain motivated to learn.  The gap in learning motivation arises due to class 
at an early stage of life.  That is, the economic gap leads to differing educational environments, 
which becomes a gap in educational attainment.  Because the process thus becomes cyclic, this 
gap strengthens the stratifi cation of class in contemporary Japan.
Analyzing the relationships between father’s occupation, parents’ academic backgrounds, 
and their children’s learning time, used as a proxy for effort, Kariya (2001) addresses three 
research questions in relation to high school students: “Is students’ learning time decreasing?” 
“Are there any differences in the amount of students’ effort (learning time) according to their 
social class?” “Is the gap in the amount of student effort (learning time) widening according to 
their social classes?”  The first of these questions was discussed briefly above. The reported 
study time outside of school has been decreasing since the late 1970s (see Table 1). The latter 
two questions are relevant to questions of the achievement gap and therefore to inequality. Con-
sidering the second question, it is revealed that “high school students’ learning time is greater for 
children whose father has a professional career or management position and if they have parents 
who have received higher education.”  As for the third question, Kariya concludes that a father 
who works as a professional or manager and two graduate parents are the greatest vitiating fac-
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tors against the decline in study hours.  In short, the higher class their parents are in, the longer 
children study, which contributes to the widening gap in learning time according to social class.
 In addition, the study provides a regression analysis of the relationship between stu-
dents’ (self-reported) academic grades in junior high school days and their parents’ academic 
backgrounds at two points in time. According to the analysis, students’ academic grades did not 
correlate with their parents’ academic backgrounds in the data of 1979, but these factors have a 
strong relation in the data of 1997.  This means that the extent to which parental academic back-
ground predicts students’ academic grades strengthened during this 20 -year period. 
Table.1. Distribution of learning time outside school (%) and average (total)
Source: Kariya, T. (2000), p. 220, Table 1, 
https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/eds1951/66/0/66_0_213/_pdf (in Japanese).
This study also discusses differences in learning motivation as an explanation for the achieve-
ment gap. This is demonstrated by analyzing the relationship between “mother’s academic back-
ground” and learning motivation. In this research, high school students were asked to answer 
how much they agree with the following three statements: “I think I do not have to get good 
grades as long as I can advance to the next year.” “I think I do not have to study for the purpose 
of satisfying teachers’ and parents’ expectations.” “Classes make me curious about more detailed 
information.” Their responses are compared by dividing them into four categories depending on 
their mothers’ academic background: graduated from junior high school, high school, two-year or 
tertiary college, and four-year university. The survey was conducted in both 1979 and 1997.
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Figure.1.  Percentage of high school students who answered, “I think I do not have to get good 
grades as long as I can advance to the next year.” (by maternal education and year)
Source: Kariya, T. (2001), p.182. Table 6-1.
Analysis of the results reveal again that students’ learning motivation in general had declined in 
the 20 years but that the motivation of students whose mother has lower academic background 
had dropped to a great degree.  It is also shown that students’ academic grades at junior high 
school days predicted by their mother’s education level, tending to increase depending on 
mother’s graduation of junior high school, high school, two-year or tertiary college or four-year 
university.
Moreover, Kariya (2012) discusses the notion of “learning capital.”  This book reiterates 
that what is important is not “accumulated knowledge” but “learning motivation (the willingness 
and acceptance of study as a worthwhile pursuit),” and that such “learning motivation” itself is an 
ability which is socially constructed. In other words, “learning capital” differs clearly according 
to distinct cultures of social class at home. Again, the gap is widening year by year. Kariya writes 
“children’s ability to make effort for study or learning itself is profoundly affected by their social 
class.”
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Kaneko elaborates on the relationship between effort and academic achievement. In partic-
ular, Kaneko (2004) discusses how students’ effort and social class (family environment) affect 
their academic achievement. The research demonstrates that the longer time students spend on 
study, the higher their average performance is on a math test taken in 6th grade.  This tendency is 
stronger as their grade advances. Hence, the more effort students make (as measured by study 
hours), the higher academic achievement they gain.
Kaneko sees social class as “something constructed by his/her father’s academic back-
ground.” She indicates that students’ average learning time is longer if their father received 
higher education; and that the average percentage of questions correctly answered from their 
1st grade to 6th grade is higher if their father graduated from university. Kaneko also shows that 
the gap attributed to the difference of father’s academic background becomes wider as the grade 
advances.  More interestingly, even in the case of students who study for the same amount of 
time, those whose father graduated from university consistently obtain a higher percentage of 
questions correctly answered than ones whose father did not. More surprisingly, Kaneko’s study 
found that even in the case of high school students who report zero study at home, those whose 
father graduated university answer an average of 10% more of the questions correctly. These fi nd-
ings demonstrate that not only study is important, but also way of learning. 
Figure.2.  Example of the relationship between weekday learning time and average correct answer 
rate of the subject (Primary school, Japanese A)
Source: Ochanimizu Women’s University (2014).
For the reasons mentioned above, Kaneko concluded that both students’ effort and social class 
have effects on their academic abilities, and that parents’ academic backgrounds, which is a kind 
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of class, infl uence their children’s effort because the average learning time of students whose 
father graduated from university is longer than that of students whose father did not.
Finally, a recent study by Ochanomizu Women’s University and the Benesse Educational 
Research and Development Institute (2009) presents three factors that contribute most to educa-
tional gaps: “family environment,” “characteristic features of school,” and “characteristic features 
of region.” The research suggests that “it is internationally accepted on the basis of international 
assessment of students’ performances, that there is a close relationship between students’ aca-
demic progress and socio-economic background of their family.” This study reveals that social 
class, as measured by mother’s academic background and father’s occupation, has an impact on 
children’s academic achievement. It also suggests that “as a result of multi-regression analysis, 
even if the variables of class such as mother’s academic background and father’s occupation are 
controlled, children’s academic progress is infl uenced signifi cantly by parents’ approach to their 
children and children’s studying at home.”
Prompted by studies such as those above, research has accumulated to demonstrate an 
education gap, and particularly disparities in attainment as an effect of SES. In Japan, however, 
the main stream of studies dealing with the relationship between SES and children’s academic 
achievement (such as Ochanomizu, 2009) analyses data only from individual geographical 
regions. In contrast, the surveys summarized in the “kimekomakai chosa (detailed datasets)” 
conducted by MEXT in 2013 held the power to examine samples of the national population of 
Japan, disaggregated by region. 
3. “Detailed survey” 2013 by MEXT
The National Academic Ability Test and Study Environment of Students in Japan (here-
after, NAAT) is a national examination for 6th grade elementary school children and 3rd grade 
junior high school students. It has now been conducted by MEXT in April every year since 
2007, providing a longitudinal dimension to data on the academic ability and study environment 
throughout Japan. Its stated purpose includes the promotion of children’s study environment 
and the improvement of educational guidelines. The test examines Maths, Japanese and science, 
consisting of ‘type A’ questions that test knowledge and ‘type B’ questions that require application 
of knowledge.
Alongside the NAAT, “detailed datasets (kimekomakai chōsa)” were constructed in 2013, 
based on a survey of teacher work, a survey for parents, and a survey for local boards of educa-
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tion (MEXT 2013b).  Amongst these datasets, the data on parents caught the most attention in 
2013, enabling researchers to study correlations between the results of children’s achievement 
test and various attributes of parents.  After publication in 2015, experts built a more detailed 
picture of the relations between children’s test score, their family background, and some factors 
of school administration, particularly in cases of schools that achieved academic success despite 
a disadvantageous learning environment.   By collecting more granular data on parents’ academic 
background and income, this questionnaire was designed to examine the correlation between 
SES and children’s academic ability. 
It is signifi cant to note that the Ministry’s involvement does not end at the point of publica-
tion. MEXT is expected to produce some kind of response in the form of educational policies that 
address weaknesses exposed by survey results.  Because these fi ndings on the degree to which 
income predicts and academic disparity were demonstrated by a MEXT survey in cooperation 
with local governments and school administrators, it amounted to an acknowledgement by the 
Japanese government, giving rise to a sense that the government is required to take action to 
ameliorate such a situation.
As mentioned above, a number of researches revealed that parents’ social and financial 
status affects their children’s academic performance, and many people have already realized the 
effect in their everyday lives.  Therefore, the idea itself is not new. However, the survey showed 
that the pattern is maintained throughout the country, making it a national problem, and offi ci-
ated the evidence.
4. Analysis by Ochanomizu Women’s University
MEXT tendered the analysis of the survey data of 2013 to Ochanomizu Women’s University, 
which was released as a full report in 2014. This report analyzed factors that infl uence children’s 
academic performance (Ochanomizu Women’s University 2014).
This study was epoch-making in the sense that it revealed which elements in the spheres 
of family, community, school, and policy have significant correlation with children’s academic 
performance.  Moreover, it not only suggested that there was a disparity in children’s academic 
performance but analyzed statistically what kinds of policies would be benefi cial in order to elim-
inate the disparities. This makes it a valuable resource to consider the improvement of Japan’s 
education policies and family support.
The following subsections summarize the national survey on academic ability and the analy-
sis of Ochanomizu Women’s University to see what causes the difference in children’s academic 
ability.
155
東京外国語大学論集 第 100 号（2020）
TOKYO UNIVERSITY OF FOREIGN SUTDIES, AREA AND CULTURE STUDIES 100 (2020)
4.1. CorrelaƟ on between children’s academic performance and their family background
The most notable data from this survey is the clear correlation between the achievement test 
results and family income.  This reiterates that the higher the family’s annual income is, the 
higher the children’s test score tends to be and that the lower the family’s annual income is, the 
lower the children’s test score tends to be.
In the following graph, the Y-axis represents the percentages of correct answers given by 
the children in the achievement tests, and the X-axis represents family’s annual income.  The 
results demonstrate a clear correlation.  The average difference in correct test questions between 
children from family with the highest annual income and with the lowest annual income is in the 
region of 18 to 25%.
Figure.3.  Average correct answer rate by household income (6th grade primary school)
Source: Ochanomizu Women’s University (2014).
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The test results for Japanese (national language) show similar fi ndings, with the difference 
between the children from families with the highest annual income and with the lowest annual 
income close to 20%.
According to this analysis, there is a tendency that children from families with higher SES 
had a higher average score in each subject. The SES was obtained by dividing three variables 
— family income, fathers’ academic background, and mothers’ academic background — into 4 
levels.  In Math B test of elementary school, there was a 22.6 point difference between children 
in the highest SES and the lowest SES bands.  Similarly, there was a 23.9 point difference in the 
junior high Math B test. The correlation between the expenditure on extra-curricular education 
such as cram schools and children’s academic performance is strong.  Children from families 
with higher expenditure on extra-curricular education are more likely to have higher academic 
performance, and the higher the family income is, the higher the expenditure on extra-curricular 
education tends to be.
Table.2.  Students with a higher socio-economic background of home (SES) tend to have a higher 
average correct answer rate for each subject.
Source: Ochanimizu Women’s University (2014) 
*Socio-economic background of home (SES): An index that combines three variables: 
family income, father’s education, and mother’s education, based on the results of a 
survey of parents. The index is divided into four equal parts and analyzed by dividing 
them into Highest SES, Upper middle SES, Lower middle SES, and Lowest SES.
 4.2. Encouragement from parents to promote their children’s academic performance
Though there is strong correlation between SES and academic performance, this should not 
indicate that the academic performance of all children from families with low SES is low.  Time 
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spent on study provides a means to overcome a disadvantageous environment. All participating 
elementary school children who studied for more than 30 minutes answer over 50% of the ques-
tions correctly in Japanese A, regardless of their SES.
The most interesting point is that this research elucidated the features of children who have 
improved their academic performance under circumstances that would otherwise work against 
them and of the schools which have succeeded to raise the academic performances of such chil-
dren — those that seem to have demonstrated effective means of improving children’s academic 
performance regardless of their family circumstances.
In addition to the basic analysis, this research outlined fi ve ways for parents to relate with 
their children to promote academic performance regardless of, and perhaps to overcome, SES.
(1) Encouraging healthy life habits.
Setting a regular sleeping, waking and breakfast routine, making children get up and go to 
bed at a consistent time every day, limiting ‘screen-time’ such as video games, setting up rules 
or promises about mobile phone usage.
(2) Encouraging reading.
Encouraging children to read books and newspapers, offering opportunities to discuss and 
share their impression about the books they read, reading children’s books to young children. 
(3) Encouraging studying. 
Helping children with their work on regular basis, encourage children to study according to 
pre-determined plans, raising familiarity with English and foreign culture. 
(4) Encouraging activities to gain cultural, artistic, and natural experiences. 
Visiting arts and science museums, libraries, galleries, and theaters together. 
(5) Communicating with children.
Talking with children about their day at school, their study and grades, their future and 
career, their friends, social events and news.
The survey found no considerable differences in questions about socialization, such as the 
importance place on developing empathy and scolding practices in response to misbehavior. 
Nevertheless, as it has already been pointed out, there were huge gaps among different SES 
groups on responses concerning cultural activities, and particularly reading, which is encouraged 
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at school. For example, parents were asked to provide information on their practices reading 
books to younger children, sharing impressions of the books raising familiarity with English and 
foreign cultures, etc.  In short, there is a tendency that the higher the SES of parents is, the more 
often they place importance on and actively promote the above mentioned activities.
4.3. School
The survey analyzed approaches of schools which have succeeded to raise the academic 
performances of children in spite of the challenging home environments measured by SES.  The 
local schools which showed high academic performance in spite of a high percentage of student 
households with disadvantageous learning environment have the following features.
*providing family support for studying at home
*joint activities between elementary and junior high schools
*securing enough time for productive language activities (such as speaking and writing)
*encouraging familiarity with basic or foundational materials better; and small class size 
teaching (incorporating ability grouping)
*school management with constructive leadership; and team working
Particular practices include effective means to give homework, writing detailed guidance on 
children’s notebooks in red pen.  Similarly, complementary leaning support after school, small 
sized class learning in Math, and shared information and knowledge among teachers on how to 
assign homework appear to mitigate the effects of low SES on children’s attainment.  These fam-
ily and school factors in combination can be effective in mitigating the effects of SES on children’s 
attainment.
However, the effects of these schools vary depending on the local situation. Analysis shows 
that schools in large cities have large differences in the home environment of their enrolled 
children, while in rural areas the differences in the home environment are small, but the overall 
advantages and disadvantages are not uniform.  Importantly, this analysis utilized objective data, 
such as the NAAT, to study ways to improve academic performance tailored to the school and 
promote such techniques amongst teachers. Neither simply providing instructions to schools that 
do not perform well  nor encouraging imitation of schools that perform well necessarily improves 
academic achievement.
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Conclusion
Recent revision of Course of Study requires a shift to “quality” of learning to integrate knowl-
edge into a deeper understanding for the knowledge-based society of the 21st century.  All school 
levels are required to develop a project-based (task-based) curriculum and introduce collaborative 
learning creation (active learning). At the same time, it is anticipated that such a new view of aca-
demic achievement will require children to form different abilities, and the way of evaluation will 
change.
On the other hand, the middle classes have decreased in Japan in recent years, and more 
extreme polarization has advanced.  This article has overviewed some of the studies that have 
contributed to the view that differences in children’s motivation to learn due to their home envi-
ronment appear at an early stage.  Socioeconomic disparities have led to differences in children’s 
educational environments, creating disparities in their motivation, and inequality mechanisms 
have further solidifi ed class structures.
Even though education opportunities are formally guaranteed for all before the university 
level, there is a dif ference in the quality of education received depending on the economic 
power of the children’s family. Certainly, children are expected to acquire some academic ability 
through school education, but disparities are shaped outside of school, and children’s abilities 
vary greatly depending on their environment.  At the stage before going to university, the burden 
of educational expenses at home is large, and there is little national support such as scholarships. 
In this situation, it cannot be said that all children can be properly and equally guaranteed the 
same opportunity for academic achievement.  However, despite the fact that such problems have 
become more prominent, there remains a widespread attitude among the general public that “the 
educational gap is unavoidable”. Simultaneously, the “self-responsibility theory” for the results 
of education is still strong and serves to reduce the imperative on the government to take action. 
Moreover, such attitudes certainly benefi t the private education sector who can sell price-differ-
entiated solutions. 
In parallel with the revision of the Course of Study, there is an urgent need to create a learn-
ing environment that avoid the creation of, or serves to reduce, disparities along lines of class.  A 
new approach is needed that has the potential to prevent widening inequalities. Such approaches 
include: the enhancement of learning support for children who have difficulty learning, the 
development of teaching methods that enhance children’s motivation and self-effi cacy, the devel-
opment of a fl exible learning environment according to the career aspirations or opportunities.
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